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Giotto’s Circle 


The other night 
someone asked 

if | ever 

missed you 

I thought of 
Giotto’s response to 
the Pope’s emissary 
when asked 

for a sample 

of his work 

so that the Pope 
might judge 
whether or not 

he should be 
commissioned to 
paint the church 

in Rome 

Giotto stiffened 
his elbow 

against his side 

and drew 

on a blank piece 

of paper 

a perfect circle 

Not wishing to 

be impolite 

I answered precisely 
Now and again 

I said 

now and again 


For My Winnie 
at the Negresco 


Missing you 

for so many years 
is something I 
never counted on 
and can’t quite 
figure out. 

When I see you 
bending over or 
sitting naked at 
the desk in my studio 
drinking Amaretto 
smoking a Camel 
dark blue light 
blinking through 
the open window 
I wonder just how 
difficult things 
could have been 
for us then that 
they don’t seem 
any easier now 


Sleepy Time Down South 


You came to me last night 
again in a dream 

We were on a boat off 
the Florida Keys 

you wore a red dress, 
silver earrings 

your yellow hair 

blew across my face 

I can’t imagine not 

being haunted by you 

If we were always together 
would my dreams be half 
as interesting? 


Southern Air 


The Florida sky unwraps 
itself at sunset 

I remember Bogart and 
that bogus Bacall, 

Lizabeth Scott, in 

Dead Reckoning, a movie 
made in Tampa in the 40s 
speeding in a convertible 
past palms along the Gulf 
even in black and white 

I could see the colors 

I wish you were with me now 
watching the clouds 

It makes such a difference 
when we’re together 

the sky is never enough 


Flaubert At Key West 


Under waving palms 

facing the grey, quiet Atlantic 
over a century since 

the death of Flaubert 

reading again his inquiry 
into the fascination 

of younger men 

for older women 

and vice versa 

This morning two butterflies 
have been chasing each other 
around the royal poinciana 
their wings remind me of 
the wide-brimmed straw hat 
with a blue band 

my mother used to wear 

on the beach here 

thirty years ago 


Tropical Street 


Radio Havana still plays 

1930s and 40s American tunes 
Today driving on Tropical Street 
I heard my grandmother Rose’s 
favorite song, “‘La Vie en Rose’’ 
I could see her in the livingroom 
of the house in Chicago 

sitting at the dark brown piano 
wearing a white nightgown 
singing while she played 

As I drove I remembered 

how bright that room was 
especially on a sunny morning 
with snow on the ground outside 
Rose died twenty-eight years ago 
this month of May 

so nice of her to come 

and visit me this way 


Love in the Afternoon 


While having lunch this afternoon 
I fell in love with a waitress 

at the open-air restaurant in 
Rockefeller Plaza 

She was about twenty, blonde, 
naturally, with nice teeth 

I thought by now this kind 

of thing couldn’t happen 

at least not so suddenly 

but it’s all right 

I’ll never see her again 

and she won’t remember me 
We weren’t disappointed 

if only for a moment 


Blonde Light 


Your scent still 
on my pillow 
late afternoon 
of the day 
after the night 
we decided to 
not see each 
other anymore 
How is it 

the sun is out 
or the moon 
as if they’ve 
never had enough 
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Caged 


If you hadn’t been 
born beautiful 
what do you think 
the world would 
have made of you 
or you the world 
Would birds sing 
without the light 
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Old Movie 


If only Dolores del Rio 
were real 

it could mean 

I’d be able 

to forget you 

but nothing works 

not even time 
Remember we tried 
that too 


Traveling Light 


The sound of 
your voice 

just now 
reminded me 

of an evening 
wind in 

the Keys 

You make escape 
so simple 
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Poem 


A black 
horse draws 
lightning 

I wouldn’t 
have thought 
it possible 
but today 

for a moment 
I could 

not remember 
your face 
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Relics 


Yesterday in the museum 

in the dark cool hall 
amongst sixteenth century 
tapestries and furniture 

at the same moment 

we turned and kissed 

Do you think when we’re fifty-five 
you asked, we'll still be 
necking in museums? 

I had that feeling again 

of knowing I wouldn’t want 
to be alive without you 

All I could do was laugh 
That’s only twenty years 
from now, I said 

I don’t see why not 
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The Paris/Venice Poems 


A Note on Inspiration 
for Duane Big Eagle 


Baudelaire kept a Creole mistress 
to whom he never made love 
She was six feet tall 

an alcoholic and a whore 
Many of his Fleurs du Mal 
were written for her 

Who’s to know if she ever 
read any of them or cared 

that he wrote her love poems 
It’s likely she did not 

and probable that 

Baudelaire died a virgin 

all of which makes 

for rather a sad history 
Rimbaud and Verlaine, of course 
fared not much better 

Of those we remember 

only Villon had his way 

and he was hanged 

The sports and divertissements 
of French and other poets 

are not now so easily translated 
nor were they ever 
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Poem for Pascin 


Pascin knew something about beauty 
by changing his name 

wearing a gold hat 

We know what he dreamed 
drawing girls and women 

nude, in slips, unfastened dresses 
his ‘long erotic confession”’ 
Paquita, Hermine, Hilda, Eliane, 
Lea, Claudine, Florence, Jacqueline, 
Marion, Mado, Dal’Al, Zina, Mary, 
Mireille, Cesarine 

At forty-five, after slashing 

his wrists, Pascin crawled across 
the floor of his studio 

and hanged himself from 

a doorknob by his tie 

‘‘A man’s temperament 

is more important 

than his work,” 

Pascin said 

and did his best 


to prove it 
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Nudes 


Man Ray’s photograph 
of three women on 
the beach at Cannes 
in 1933 is posed 

so that only 

one’s face is 

partly seen 

Two wear hats 

one stands 

each is turned away 
as if to avoid 
exposure 
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Delacroix’s Atelier, Late October 


Delacroix’s painting, “Coin 

du Atelier, le poéle”’ 

from 1830, is as modern as 

any work done since 

Chipped bowl, smock draped 
over partition, box of coal, 
coat on hook, hanging vine 
Shadow, grey, brown 

Sudden rain shakes doves 

from chestnut trees in courtyard 
The museum guard sleeps in 

a corner chair, still and 

straight as Delacroix’s stovepipe 
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Fontaine de Medicis, Paris 


When I was twenty 

my girlfriend and I 

used to come to 

this fountain in 

the Luxembourg Gardens 
There are carp 

in the pond and 

people sit around it 

in wire chairs 

The statue of Polyphemus 
overlooking the lovers 
Acis and Galatea 

always impressed me 

as being more lifelike 
than most sculpture 

My friend used to wear 
flowers pinned in her hair 
at night she’d float 

them in the bidet 

turning it into our 

own miniature pond 

That was fifteen years ago 
we were the lovers 

and someone, we assumed, 
was watching over us 
Within two years 

I'd lost track of her 

so as usual 

nothing but stone 

and myth remain 
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Report to Sainte Clotilde 


Yesterday at Chatelet 

I passed a one-eyed ex-boxer 
begging change in the Metro 
followed by a monkey 

wearing a turban 

playing a violin 

A Cuban poet, released from 
prison after twenty-two years 

as a favor to the French president 
checked into a Paris hospital 

It rained all day 

but today is clear, though cold 
The poet was accompanied by 
his extraordinarily beautiful wife 
who had flown in from Miami 
where, she told reporters, 

she had been living 

an ordinary life 
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Tabac, Rue Clement 


This morning I saw 

the one-eyed ex-boxer again 
begging centimes in 

front of Saint-Sulpice 

If he were a war veteran 
he’d be displaying his card 
More likely he’s an ex-con 
hair slicked back, tie, 

gray sweater under blue coat 
A short man with a short 
mustache comes in, orders 

a Pernod and passes out 
before he can drink it 

The proprietor lifts him into 
a chair, arranges him neatly 
and places the Pernod on 
the table in front of him 

It’s raining again in Paris 

it rains every day now 
Would Reverdy have given 
the beggar a sou? 

He would have probably imagined 
snow in his face, a green 
pigeon on his head 

and passed him by 
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Neighbors, 1967 


Near the Studio Jean Cocteau 
on the Rue des Ecoles 

lived an old man 

with a blind dog 

Every evening I would see him 
guiding the dog along 

the sidewalk, keeping 

a firm grip on the leash 

so that the dog wouldn’t 

run into a passerby 
Sometimes the dog would stop 
and look up at the sky 

Once the old man 

noticed me watching the dog 
and he said, ‘‘Oh, yes, 

this one knows 

when the moon is out, 

he can feel it on his face” 
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Sunday at Argenteuil 


To stroll as these Parisians 

past rivers, gardens, fields 
beneath so embarrassing a sky— 
Assailed by beauty, 

in summer Monet kept 

one blue and yellow flower 

in a small brown bottle 


on the table by his bed 


27 


Versions of Reverdy No. 1 


The World Before Me 


Some time passes 

The clear night 

A new sun rises 

The next day 

An old man kneels down spreading his hands 
Animals roam all along the road 


I am seated 

I’m dreaming 

A window opens in my head 
Nobody is inside 

A man passes behind the hedge 


A lone bird sings in the countryside 
Someone is afraid 

And someone below amuses himself 

With two little children 

The joy 

You against me 

Rain erases the tears 

They are not afraid to walk in the narrow path 
They re-enter from the same side 

But there is a barrier 

Something comes falling 

Down behind 

A shadow greater than himself 
Encompasses the earth 

And I remain seated without daring to look 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 


Versions of Reverdy No. 2 


The Street That Sings 


The voice that follows 
In the twisting street 
The one that rises 
The task accomplished 
There is writing on the wall 
And all the world can see it 
The stars hanging 
The air trembles 

The wind 


I walk 

And all the air parts before me 

The earth turns faster 

As it rots to replenish itself 
Perhaps it is fear 

That prevents us from fleeing 

That the words fly 

The sheets of paper 

And all the curtains 

In order to see that they are behind 
Underneath 

The tears in the gutter of the courtyard 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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Versions of Reverdy No. 3 


Outside 


Mask that cries from 
the tree branches 
A night of carnival extinguishes 
the tears painted on its eyelids 
tears of laughter and bitterness and regret 


Midnight 

all is repented 

A new day begins 

A drunkard re-enters 

then stumbles out 

to tell his story to the road 

Sad story 

With him go the praises of the morning 


It is raining and your eyelids glitter 

The trees are spreading 

watering the pavement 

with their leaves 

And I see your nose framed by the passing moon 


A group of clouds briefly takes the color from the sky 

To those of you who attach yourselves to the 
streetlamps 

the illusion will be sweet 


And your frown 

Mask 

Laughing at the thought of an even more dismal 
tomorrow 
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Passing on the clattering pavement 

to the bend in the street where the shadows thicken 
A bright light on high 

is so reassuring 

The shelter that attracts you and awaits you 

Where is it? 

The night protects nothing 

But perhaps for you 

the sky is a place to live 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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Versions of Reverdy No. 4 


Inn 
An eye closes 


In the dark close against the wall 
the thought that does not leave 


Some ideas pass little by little 


We could die 
What I hold in my arms could depart 


A dream 


The dawn barely born has ended 
A jangle 
The opening shutters have banished it 


If nothing comes 
There is a field where one could still run 
countless stars 
And your shadow at the end of the street 
Is fading 
We’ve seen nothing 
Of all that has happened we’ve retained nothing 
So many words arise 
Stories we’ve never heard 
Nothing 

The days before the finish 

At last the cavalcade has vanished 


Down between the cardplayers’ tables 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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Versions of Reverdy No. 5 
Lightning 


Under the windowpane 
The shelter of dewdrops 
And the lure of the gutters 
Between two clouds 
The weight at the end of the line 
Everything is clearer 
And lighter than somewhere else 
For the day is ended 
In the corner 
The brightest light 
Farther on a little more shadow 
And shapes that move 
Some round pale faces 
The red of fear 
Eyelids that tremble 
Where others glimmer 
In the end the machinery of time 
fills the graves 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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Versions of Reverdy No. 6 


The Night is Sad 


Waiting for the night bell 
The stairs recognized 
Where the wing awakens 
The wind in the ears 
To the shelter of the wall 
All is saved 
The weather 
The best address 
And that surprising light 
Evening nears from the clock tower 
The hour that the earth rises 
The world is returning 
The movement is dull 
Noise leaves the earth 
The lines of the road are gone 
Man is in sorrow 
Who knows what will happen tomorrow 
Everything fails and succeeds 
The wing beats 
The heart trembles 
The world is very small 


—Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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Versions of Reverdy No. 7 


Obscure Corner 


One closes the door 
The breeze 
The cross 
The crumbling white partition 
Weapons in hand 
The air is still 
On the wire 
The same silence as yesterday 
The angles of the building are blue with cold 
Around the fresh lawn 
The jangle of tambourines 
The interval between waves 
A great number of days 
A whirlwind of beasts gallop 
from the transported bowl 
Arrows of fire 
On the dark trail 
At last some familiar faces 
Appear from the shadow 


— Pierre Reverdy 
translated by Barry Gifford 
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For Reverdy 


Evening in Paris 

strolling on Rue de la Gaite 
after seeing The Leopard Man 
at a Jacques Tourneur film festival 
A drunk collapses at my feet 
in front of the boarded-up 
Windmill Cafe 

Bent men shuffle in and out 
of porno shops 

Poor Algerian kids watch 
from a doorway 

Everything is stained tonight 
the world is impure 

I cringe in the hideous air 
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Farewell Letter from Jeanne Duval 
To Charles Baudelaire 


Charles, from the beginning you always 
made me laugh. Sending flowers to my 
dressing room at Le Theatre du Pantheon 
as if I were a real actress 

not just the piece of fluff 

trotted out for a few moments 

in a brief costume 

to make the boys’ cocks hard. 

You had money, you were charming 

and respectful. You appeared impervious 
to the fact of my blackness. 

When we entered a café together 

you were like a proud buck with his doe. 
All eyes were on us as we paraded through 
and you treated me as if I were a great lady; 
you had the finest manners. 

The apartment you bought for me 

was furnished exquisitely. 

It resembled a Kaliph’s boudoir. 

If only you had been a Kaliph! 

That would have made my being a whore 
more palatable. Expensive whores 

live longer than the rest. 

Nadar knew me before you, yes, 

as did Blanville. 

When you first brought me to your suite 
at the Hotel Lauzun I pretended 

never to have been there before. 

But I had, several times, with different men, 
men who knew how to satisfy a woman, 
and themselves. 
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You created me for yourself as an object 
only, a stone creature whom you could idealize 
and pretend to worship and torture 
yourself over. It was madness! 

I’m a slut, yes, perhaps worse; 

a drunkard, too. But I am veal! 

I exist here in this time, not in 

any other and I never will. 

Your reliance on women such as Luchette 
and Madame Meurice has stunted you. 
They encourage your impotence. 

‘“My vampire!’’ you called me. It’s what 
you wanted, begged for, demanded. 

Only by cruelty could you be convinced 
of anything. Being cruel is 

a soul-consuming task, and one 

which amuses me to a lesser degree 

than you would suppose. 

I plead exhaustion, Charles. 

I release myself from this obligation to you. 
My sweet, poetry is not enough. 
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The Surrealists Come 
to California 


Cruising in a Cadillac 

down sunny 101 

“Earth Angel’? by The Penguins 
on the radio 

André Breton at the wheel 
Louis Aragon and Robert Desnos, 
who is dozing, 

in the backseat 

Breton shouts, ‘‘The old Dali 
would have loved this! 

The Dali of before Gala!”’ 

‘*‘Man Ray was right about America,’ 
says Aragon 

“All around us is 

the evidence of inevitability” 
‘Tnevitablility is irrelevant,”’ 

says Desnos, coming to life 
“The true Surrealists of America 
are the Oklahoma Indians 

who buy big cars with oil money 
and drive them until 

they run out of gas, 

then abandon them” 

“Poor Eluard,”’ says Breton 

“He would have loved 

to have accompanied us”’ 

“Poor Peret,”’ says Aragon 

‘**He never kept a sou”’ 

“Poor us,’”’ says Desnos 

“snow, a woman’s glove, 

such gloomy symbols” 


’ 
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“Had Reverdy lived in California,” 
says Breton 

“he would never have written 
‘winter chased me 

in the streets’”’ 

“You must remember,” says Desnos, 
only one eye open 

“this highway is a manifestation 

of the route of Apollinaire’’ 

Yes,’”’ says Breton, ‘beauty 

is no longer a nuisance” 

“Or,” adds Aragon, ‘‘a dream” 
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After Renoir’s ‘' Woman 
with Parasol in A Garden” 


The fading eyesight 
of the flowers 
allows only 
a dim 
view of 
the lady 
lit by her parasol 
breathing the 
fragrance of 
an unspoken 
moment 
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On Viewing Again Renoir’s 
“Chemin Montant Dans Les Hautes Herbes’’ 


Pierre Auguste Renoir’s son 
may have been a genius, 
as the photographer said, 
but the father was better 
than just all right 
His gift was to trick 
the viewer into 
inhabiting his imagination 
not merely to invent 
narratives of 
the heart 
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At Apollinaire’s Grave, Pere-Lachaise 


A black and white cat 
crawls off as I approach 
Apollinaire’s grave is well-kept 
with many new flowers 
planted in rows along 
either side, two vases 

filled with pink roses 

in fresh water 
Kostrowitzky was his name 
a Pole with one strange eye 
and a derby hat 

A crooked stone, eight 
feet high, marks his place 
and Jacqueline’s 

Inscribed at the foot 

in the shape of a heart 

are the words: 

Mon coeur pareil a 

une flammere versee 

The black and white cat 
returns, looks quickly 

at me and lies down 

on flammere 
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At Proust’s Grave, Pere-Lachaise 


A new stone, flowers 

placed carefully over the cross 
One red rose under his name 
Robert Proust and his wife, 
nee Dubois-Amiot, Marcel’s 
brother and sister-in-law, are 
interred here as well 

A simple grave, no statue 

as at Balzac’s, no grand tomb 
like Delacroix’s 

Scribbling furiously on his deathbed 
marking corrections and 
additions on the proofs 

of his book that couldn’t end 
Proust counted on this visit 
his being remembered 
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At Balzac’s Grave, Pere-Lachaise 


Balzac worked like a madman 
and wound up dead, same as 
everybody else 

At least he made use of 

his time, writing hundreds 

of novels, stories, essays 

He’s buried across from Nerval 
quite close to Proust, Delacroix 
and Apollinaire 

He first signed his name 

to Les Chouans, inscribed 
Cousin Bette, Pere Goriot and 
Les Illusions Perdues, to name 
my favorites 

He understood madness 

in men, as Zola, but Balzac 
couldn’t stop to consider what 
might happen if he stopped 
He had only fifty-one years 

as if fifty more would 

have been enough 
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At Oscar Wilde’s Grave, Pere-Lachaise 


Grey, cold October day 

all around the good 
bourgeoisie are raking, 
cleaning their family plots 

as if time meant nothing 
ignoring Wilde’s nude 
winged-figured Egyptian tomb 
making its undying comment 


At Baudelaire’s Grave, Montparnasse 


The fine lines in 

Boudin’s Le Port du Havre 
ships’ riggings grey 

against grey are in 

this first November sky 
Walking through the cemetery 
I see the same bum 

I passed this morning 

in Saint-Sulpice 

Both of us seem aimless 
There is nothing evil-seeming 
about the flowers here 
Baudelaire is buried with 

his father, Jacques Aupick 

I have for companions several 
of the thousands of cats 
foraging in the graveyards 

of France 
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At Ezra Pound’s Grave, San Michele 


This is the Day of the Dead 
in Italy, ten years to 

the day of your death 

Here you are on an island 
as you were in life 

a paradise for mourners 
Your thirst for beauty 
brought you to the right place 
Venice is a world beyond 
you could see that clearly 
Just as this is the last sun 
of the year, or nearly 


Redux 


Walking in Kensington Gardens 
with a beautiful girl after rain 

I was last here fifteen years ago 
walking through this park 

with another woman I haven’t seen since 
London doesn’t seem much different 
nor does the way I go 

about living my life 

There’s something reassuring 

about that, even the color 

of the sky is as 

I remember it, like the light 

on the wall over Vermeer’s 


Lady Reading A Letter 
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Chinese Notes 
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Separated by a river 

I try not to think of you 
At least my tears 

Please the flowers. 
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Startled by a bird 
I clutch my heart 
As if you’d flown 
Out from it. 


Rainy, windy, 

Poor footing 

Barely seen 

The river boat light. 
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Snow fills 
The cat’s 
Footprints. 
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Ah, the stars 
Ten thousand 
Silver horses. 
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Not much further 

To her door 

My horse’s head 

Bent against 

The flying snow 
Fortunately, he knows 
The way. 
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I saw her once 

On the blue riverbank 
The whitest face 

And hands 

A courtesan 

On a rare 

Outing. 
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There is a full moon 

Going to meet a new friend 
I am assailed by ghosts 

Of fury and disappointment 
Hopefully my face 

Will not betray me. 
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We passed one afternoon 
in pleasant conversation 
before parting 

she to the East 

I to remain 

How differently 

I would have behaved 
had I known 

our separation 

would be forever. 
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In the distant mountains 
A solitary traveler 

On horseback 

Picks his way carefully 
Along a rock-strewn path 
Suddenly black clouds 
Devour the sun 

A ferocious storm 
Forces him 

To take shelter 

Under a close-by ledge 
Watching the rain 

He amuses himself 
With throughts of 
Former mistresses 


And his children. 
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Butterfly lands 
on book 

I wait and wait 
to turn the page 
studying light 
through wings 
green, orange, 
yellow, pink 
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Red fish 

circling in 
shallow water 
Two young girls 
laughing, shaking 
their wet hair 
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From my sickbed 
bird screeches 

are faint 

and I no longer 

care about the moon 
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Sparrows pick 
At gravel 
Windy fog 
That day 

You left 

Was like this 
No warmth 
Or form, 
Hopeless. 
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Lately my dreams 
Reveal little 

Of interest 

No lust or envy 
Only boats 

Or horses. 
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Hazy hills 

Heavy sun 

No birds 
Unpleasant weather 
Leaves undisturbed 
Only new lovers. 


Far from family 
and friends 
hiking in 
unfamiliar woods 
the past 

unfolds as on 

a Chinese screen 
this sky 

full of waves 
faces glimpsed 
in dreams 
ideograms 
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A Chinese light 
awakened me, 

stolen now the dream 
you were lying 

in my arms 

beside a little stream 
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If only 
nothing 

were expected 
nobody’d die 


waiting 
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Late fall 

alone in her room 
perfumed air 

of evening 

breeze swings 

silk hangings 
decorated with birds 
Next morning 
awakened by rain 
wondering where 
her lover is 
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Middle of May 

Strong early morning sun 
Breeze stirs bamboo 

Cat cleaning his tail 
yesterday ate 

baby wren fell 

from drainpipe nest, 

now ignores adults’ 
scolding — doesn’t 

even remember. 
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This summer 
more than before 
storms miss land 
Each morning 
fresh flowers 

in the green 
peacock vase 
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A Chinese Note to Mary Lou 
This backyard 


is our Giverny — 
Roses precise as Monet’s, 
leaning hollyhocks, 
haystack compost, 
sparrows on the 
warped-plank bench. 
Sleeping cats, black 

and gray, in vine 

tangle — orange, blue, 
pink, red, brown, 
green, yellow — all 
below the Japanese sky. 
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Note To A Friend Far Away 


Cranes slowly 

settle on 

nearby pond 

clouds blow through 
no lovers 

or friends 

birds, weather 


will do 
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Note From A Friend 


On an island 
surrounded by swans 
one after another 
lands nearby 

none more invisible 
than I 
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Critical Comments on Barry Gifford’s poetry: 


“Giftord never fails to surprise. These poems are like 
zen dominoes: no matter how shuffled, they always 
seem to come out right.” 


—Booklist 


“The poems are solid, alive, and fully capable of 
teaching the reader to see better, hear more, and 
think differently.” 


—San Francisco Review of Books 


“Gitturd’s poems are as simple as a succession of 
objects, a series of wishes, an exclamation, a regret. 
They turn not on surprise but on recognition ... the 
poems are intensely subjective, but they retain... 
tension from the extreme economy of the language ... 
they read well, read quickly, and each poem guards its 
gitts with brightness and charm.” 


—Small Press Review 


“Il parvient a articuler d‘intimes moments poetiques 
avec une precision d’horologer ... une dynamique 
subtile, trés elliptique, mais jamais hermetique. 


—Christian Bourgois 


